It was maybe, okay, maybe it was hke two days after the
party with the “never pukes when he chugalugs” that
Violet chatted me first thing in the moming and said she
was working on a brand-new project. I asked her what
was the old project, and she was like, did 1 Want to see the
new one? I said, Okay, should I come over to su casa? Ive
never been there, and she was like, No, not yet. Let’s meet at
the mall. . . _

I was like, Okay, sure , fine, whatever swmgs your smng,
and she was all, Babycakes, you swing my string, which is
a nice thing for somedne to Say to you, espécial_ly befo_i‘e
you use mouthwash. | o

So I flew over to the mall near her house through the
rain, which was coming down outsxde in this really hard
wWay. Evewone had on all their lights until they got above
Lhe clouds. Up there it was sunny, and people were, ﬂymg
very buemesshke o .

The mall was really bu%y, lhﬂl’ﬁi were a Jot of crowds
there. They were buying all this stuff, like the mﬂatable
| houses for their kids, and the dog massagers, and the




tooth extensions that people were wearing, the white
ones which you slid over your real teeth and they made
your mouth just like one big single tooth going all the
Way across. | |
Violet was standing near the fountain and she had a
real low shirt on, to show off her lesion, because the stars
of the Oh? Wow! Thing! had started to get lesions, so now
people were thinking better about lesions, and lesions
even looked kind of cool. Violet looked great in her low
shirt, and besides that she was smiling, and really excited
for her idea. |
For a second we said hello and just laughed about all
of the stupid things people were buying and then Violet,
she pointed out that, regarding legs to stand on, T didn’t
have very much of one, because I was wheeling around a
wheelbarrow full of a giant hot cross bun from Bun in a
‘Barrow. | L |
I'said, “Yum, yum, yﬁm.”'
'She was like, “You ready?”
1 asked her what the idea was.
~ She said, “Look around you.” I_did. It was the mall.
She said, “Listen to me.” | listened. She said, “I was sit-
ting at the feed doctor’s a few days ago, and I started to
“think about things. Okay. All right. Everything we do
_gets thrown into a big calculation. Like they’re watching
us right now. They can tell where you're looking. They
- want to know what you want.” ) |
“I's amall,” T said. |
“They’re also waiting to make you want things. Every-
thing we've grown up with—the stories on the feed, the
games, all of that—it’s all streamlining our pérsonaliti_es
so we're easier to sell to. I mean, tlley. do these demo-
graphic studies that divide everyone up into a few per-
sonality types, and then you get ads based on what you're
supposecﬂy like. They try to figure out who you are, and




to make you conform to one of their types for easy mar-

keting. 1t like a spiral: They keep making everything

more basic so it will appeal to everyone. And gradually,

everyone gets used to everything being basic, so we get -

less and less varied as people, more simple. So the corps
make everything even s'ii:npler. And it goes on and on.”

This was the kind of thing people talked about a lot,
like, parents were going on about how toys were stupid
now, when they used to be good, and how everything on
the feed had its price, and okay, it might be true, but
it’s also boring, so T was like, “Yeah. Okay. That’s the leed:
So what?” _

“This 1s my proj e'c_.t.”

“Is... Y

She smiled and put her finger in_side the collar of my

shirt. “Listen,” she said. “What I'm doing, what I've been

doing over the feed for the last two days, is trying to cre-

ate a customer profile that’s so screwed, no one can mar-

ket to it. I'm not going to let them catalog me. I'm going to
become invisible.”

I stared at her for a minute. She ran her finger along
the edge of my collar, so her nail touched the skin of my
throat. T waited for an explanation. She didn't tell me any
more. but she said to come with her, and she grabbed one
of the nodules on my shirt—it was one of those nodule
shirts—and she led me toward Bebrekker & Karl.

We went into the store, and immediately our feeds
were all completely Bebrekker & Karl. We were ban-
nered with all this crazy high-tech fun stuff they sold
there. Then a guy walked up to us and said could he
help us. I said T didn’t know. But Violet was like, “Sure.
Do you have those big searchlights? T mean, the really
strong ones?” _

“Yeah,” he said. “We have . . . yeah. We have those.” He
went over to some rack, and he took these big searchlights
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off the rack. He showed us some different models. The
feeds had specs. They showed us the specs while he talked.

When he went into the back to get another, cheaper
searchlight, 1 said to Violet, “What nex(?”

She whispered, “Complicating. Resisting.”

Bebrekker & Karl were bannering us big. It was, We've
streamlined the Tesla coil for personal use—you can even
wear it in your hair! With these new, da da da, and Relax,
yawn, and slump! While our greased cybermassage beads
travel up and down your back! Guaranteed to make you
etc., like that.

I was like, “Okay, huh?” but the guy came back and he
had another searchhght

He told us, “You can see shit real good with this one? 1
have one of these on my upcar. It’s somelimes '

whoa, really—whoa. There was this one time? And T was

~ flying along at night and 1 shined the light down at the

ground, to look at the tops of all the suburb pods? And all
over the top of them, it looked like it was moving, like
there was a black goo? So I turned up the brightness, and I
went down, and I shined it more bright, and it turned out
the black moving goo was all these hordes of cockroaches.
There were miles of them, running all over the tops of the
domes. They kept on trying to get out of the light, so wher-
ever you shined it, there would be this—"

“I'd like to mount the light on my belly,” Violet said.
“Would that be possible?”

He looked ar her funny. “With a swivel head?”

“Sure. Then I could swivel it.” |

“What's this for?”

“Somethirg special,” she said, in this low voice. She
rubbed my arm up and down, sexily. |

He was like, “Whoa. I can't even think.” He gave me
the thurabs-up. | |

She winked at me. It was kind of a turn-on.




' She got him to send her all of the feedstats for.fhe' Jamp,

- but then she didn’t buy it. She didnt have it mounted |

_ Instead she thanked hlm a real lot, and then she took me
~ out of the store, and I was starting to get the p1cture and
think it was all pretty funny.

We kept going from place to place, askmg for weird
~shit we didnt buy. She took me to a rug store, and a
store with old chests and pieces of eight and shit, and
we went to a toy store and she asked them to explain
the world of Bleakazmd action figures, which is a dumb-
ass name if I ever heard one, but they explamed it all. It

was mainly they were these muscular ‘people from a

parallel world, Wthh is usually how it is. We didn't buy
- anything. _

- We ran through the b1g hallway Wl[h her tappmg her
head and saying, “Hear that? The musm?’ It was pop

songs. “They have charts that show Whlch chords are

most thumbs-up. Music is marketing. They have lists of
. key changes that get thlrteen—year—old glrls screaming.
Theres no difference between a song and an advertising
 jingle anymore. Songs are their own jingles. Step lively.
Over here.” :

We went to a clothlng store and she held up all these
- -stupid dresses, and the girl there was like, 'm helping a
weird kid, s0 T m going to be really fake, so she kept smiling

fake, and nodding really serious at all the dresses Violet -

- held up, and she was all, “That will look grea't,”' ér_id_ Vio-
let said, “I don’t know. D_’yoo think? He’s pretty wide in
the chest.” L o |

The girl looked at me, and I was frozen So 1 said,
“Yeah. I work out.”

Violet asked me, “What are you? Whét’s 'your cup

size?”

I shrugged and played along ‘lee nine and a half?” I
guessed. “That's my shoe size.”
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kits.

Vlolet sa1d “1 thmk he’d hke somednng C;hnky kind

of sﬂky
! sald “As long as you can stop me from rubblng |

myself up against a wall the whole time.” S

~“Okay,” said Violet, holdmg up her hands like she was
annoyed. “Okay, the chemise last week was a rmstake

1 pracncally started to 1augh snot into my hand.

~ We went to some more clothmg stores, and we looked

‘atall these dumb sweaters and pretended we liked them,

and we looked at makeup that she wouldn't wear, and a
g‘ravel—tumbler and we went to a DVS Pharmacy Super-
store, and she Comparlson shopped for home endoscopy

| We.were lookmg at the’ endoscopy kits when she

started whispering to me, “For the last two days okay?

I've been earmarkmg all this d1fferent stuff as it I want to
buy it—you know, a pennywhistle, a barrel of institu-
tional lard, some really cheesy boy-pop, a sarong, an in-

dustrial lawn mower, all of this info on male pattern
baldness business stanonery, barrettes . . . And I've been

looking up house painting for the Antarcnc homeowner,
and the way people get married i in Tonga and genealogy

home pages in the Czech Repubhe .1 domt know, itsall -
out there waiting.” : SR

I picked up one box. “This one is the cheapest. You

- swallow the pills and they take plctures as they go down.”

She said, “Once you start looking at all this stuff, all of
these sites, you realize this obscure stuff isn't obseure at
all. Fach thing is like 2 whole world. T can't tell you.”

“How’s your like,” T pointed at t my head hows your
feedware working out?” o -

“It’s fine. You're not listening.”

“T'm just wondering.”

Ghe asked me, “What do you th1nk?




‘T liked the guy in Bebrekker & Karl I wonder 1f 1ts_ e

true about the cockr oaches.” : -
| “What do’ you thmk about resmtmg?” she asked me
really hard. Her jaw muscles were sticking out.

I said, “It sounds greqt as. long as 1 get to wear the
chemise.” She laughed |
~ We went to dinner ata J. P Barmgans Famﬂy Extrav—
dganzz_l. We had mozzarella sticks and then I had a big
steak. She got a Caesar salad. There were free refills on
drinks. Afterward, we were sitting there in the booth, and
I asked her Whethcr she wanted a nde home She sald 1no.

I said was she sure, and she said yes. -

said, “What's doing with your parents?” "

“What do you mean?” |

“Well, Wlth your house and why you have 1 me meet
you here instead. And Why didn’t your dad come to the

| m00117 When we were, you krow.”

She looked at me funny. She said, “Do you knovv how

- much it costs to fly someone’ to the mcon?” |
© Iguessed. “A lot?” - |

“Yéah. Yeah, a lot. He wanted to come, but it Would |

‘have been, like, a month of his salary He saved up for a
year to send me. Then I Wem and that stuff happened "

“He saved up for a year for you to go to the mooh?”

“Yeah.” She said, “Hey, here’s what yéu can do. You
can drop me at the feed techmc1ans ofﬁce 1 have an
appointment.”

We made out for a minute in the car. Then I flew hier a
few miles away, to a technician. 1 left her there. Before 1
pulled out of the tube by his office, Ilooked back ¢ at her,
standing by the door. She had her hands on her elbows.
She was pinching the elbow skin and puang it.

She waited there pmchmg and pulhng and then
went in. |
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.. from BOW—WOW and Plucky, bn the Christian
Cyberkidz Network: - |

Dad? I keep thmkmg she’ll come back, but I know now
that she’ gomg to stay away.”

f‘lYeah Its Iike it been so ldng I don’t know what she
would look like if she came back, how long her hair -
would be.” :

| She was the best dog. If she came back it would make
everythmg nght

: Bllly Nothmg will make everythmg right. That dog was -
| a good dog, but she wasn’t like a superdog, with
powers. And I think you'll see a little voice ms1de
- you that will tell you the same.”

“I s'till put the suet out by't.he mailbox, and I still sing her |
. my— I . ’ L
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